The Art and Science of Giving Good Blurb
Ingrid Bean

Here at Phenomenon we don’t have a large advertising budget and as a writer you (presumably) don’t have an advertising budget at all. This is relevant if you want people to actually play the game you have put all that hard work into writing. The first, last, and best advertising you get (aside from reviews by your players – but this doesn’t work until you’ve had people play it) is your blurb. At its most basic, a blurb needs to identify just enough so people can sign up: name, number of players, system and subject. There’s a lot more to it than that, though. 
My purpose here today is to offer ideas about how to give good blurb so that you, the writer, and they, the players, can have as much fun as humanly possible in the pursuit of our hobby. I will offer nine rules for you to consider when constructing your blurb, and ask you two important questions that will help you write the blurb itself and may even help you write the game. These rules and questions will be dealt with in detail through this essay, including examples to help illustrate the points. 

Miss Bean’s rules for blurbs

1. Length: keep it to 100-200 words

2. Title: make it catchy and relevant
3. Writer: your name (including co-writers or production team as relevant)

4. Main body: tell us the game background, setting and feel. Use wanky quotes (make sure you acknowledge the source), poems, media articles, investigation reports or simple prose.

5. Tagline: give a short, accurate description of game concept that players will remember after reading 20 other blurbs
6. Ratings: make sure these numeric indicators (characterisation, system knowledge, seriousness etc) accurately reflect the nature of the game 
7. Proof read: Proof read your blurb. Get someone else to proof read it too. 
8. Playtest: If at all possible, write and playtest the game first! 
9. Consider other blurbs you’ve seen: Steal ideas and learn from other people’s mistakes.

Questions:

Where’s the fun?

Who’s my target audience?

After more than 10 years of attending and writing for cons I’ve seen a lot of blurbs, written some myself, played a lot of games and not played a whole lot more (there’s never enough time!). And it’s interesting to note how often the contents do not match that described on the packaging (so to speak). I’ve played games where the blurb looked good that I did not enjoy, and I’ve not played games because the blurb did not catch my interest that turned out to be great.
It’s also interesting (though not surprising) how people will chose to play (or not play) a game based on the writer. This is fine if you’re a well known and respected writer. But what if you’re new to the scene, or the player doesn’t know you, or you’ve never written before, or you’ve written before but it was a flop and you’re back to try again? You’re blurb is the only thing that can save you. And even if everyone does know and love your games, a good blurb will never do you wrong.
The really important question you need to ask yourself when writing your blurb is this: Where is the fun? By which I mean; what do you, as the writer, intend the players to do that will make the game fun for them (and the GM). The second part of this question is: does the blurb make it clear as to where the fun is? You want players who sign up to be expecting the kind of fun you’re offering. Check this by showing your blurb to two or three people and asking them what kind of game they think it is. Fight the temptation to correct them. Correct the blurb instead. For example; if you were to write a game about modern US politics and who gets to be president you probably don’t want PCs to go around challenging each other to duels–the fun is in the political dealings. If you wrote a game about plucky adventurers overcoming insurmountable odds to save the word, you probably don’t want the PCs sitting safe at home worrying about which dress to wear to the ball–the fun is in battling treacherous monsters.

Once you’ve figured out where the fun is, you’ve answered the next question which is: Who is my target audience? Think about the kind of player who would enjoy the game you’ve written, and how you can let them know that this is the game for them. Also, think about the kind of player who wouldn’t enjoy your game, and how your blurb can indicate this too. Remembering that most people enjoy a range of game types–you’ve just got to clue them in to the type you’ve written so they know what to expect. It can be quite jarring to go into a game expecting to play a tactical mission to defend the home-world and find yourself in the midst of a romantic space opera, or vice versa.

So, you know where the fun is and who will want to play but I mentioned 9 rules before. Here they are, explained in detail. 

1. Length: keep it between 100-200 words (including tagline). Too short and it looks like you can’t be bothered, but no one wants to read an essay either.

2. Title: obviously your game needs a name; make it something catchy, but relevant to the game you’ve written. You want people to be able to talk about your game, so it also helps if the name is easy to pronounce and remember. 

3. Writer: you may have a nickname, a co-writer, or a production team. Feel free to include this on the blurb, but make sure your actual name is there too. It’s no use saying “a game by Bright Sparks Productions” if no one knows who the actual people are. If you are not prepared own up to writing the game, I’m not likely to want to play it.

4. Main body: this is where you include relevant information and try to hook the players’ interest. Say something about the background, setting and fell. This may be presented in any number of ways, depending on where the fun is and what type of players you want to attract. It may include a quote from a published work (if so it’s polite to include the author), be written as a newspaper article, include a poem, be presented as a report of some kind, or be written in plain prose. It’s really up to you and what you think will attract the “right kind” of players to your game.

5. Tagline: Include a tagline (generally after the main text of the blurb) that, in one or two sentences, sums up the game. This is the part of your blurb that you want to stick in the player’s head; even after they’ve read twenty other blurbs. Players like to know what they’re getting in for, and this an easy way to do it without ruining the flavour of your wonderful prose in the body of the blurb. 
The tagline should include such things as; setting, system (if any), what kind of people the PCs are, what the PCs will be doing, the feel/theme of the game, plus advisory warnings if needed. Examples: 
A high fantasy freeform full of revenge, romance and intrigue for 20 kings, mages, courtiers and warriors: medieval costuming encouraged. 
A light hearted romp for 5 high school students trying to pass their final exams. 
A game about 5 broken people trying to figure out who they really are in a dystopian near- future: contains references to sex, drugs and violence and therefore may disturb some players. 
6. Ratings: Most conventions have some kind of ratings system as a short hand way of indicating the nature of the game. Pheno uses five ratings ranging from 1-5 (the higher the number the more important it is to the game); characterisation (playing the stats – bringing out the deep insights), story/plot (simple, follow the railway line story – complex plot interactions), genre (how important it is to stay in genre), seriousness (light hearted romp – concentration camp), rules knowledge (whether you need to know the system); and an advisory rating (rated like a movie – PG, M etc). Your ratings should be an accurate reflection of the game. For example, if you’ve said the advisory rating is PG, you shouldn’t include a character who is a homicidal rapist. If you’ve written a comedy, don’t put the seriousness rating as 5.

7. Proof read: Proof read your blurb. Get someone else to proof read it too. Not everyone is a grammar-nazi like me, but it looks pretty dodgy if you can’t use correct spelling and grammar (unless it’s on purpose to better indicate the kind of game e.g. using cockney slang for a game set in the slums of Victorian England). If you can’t be bothered to polish your work, why would I be bothered to play it? (the same could be said for character sheets, but I’m picky like that). As mentioned before, getting someone to proof read it will also let you know whether your blurb actually says what you want it to say.

8. Playtest: Write and playtest the game first! Obviously, this isn’t always possible. However, the blurb should reflect the game as accurately as possible; whichever order you write them in. Often a playtest will highlight flaws or things you want to change in the game. If you make changes after the playtest it is possible that the blurb is no longer an accurate representation of the game. This year, Pheno will be allowing writers to edit their blurbs until rego opens, which will give you some flexibility.

9. Read and think: Read other people’s blurbs and figure out what you like or don’t like about them, and whether you’d play the game based on just the blurb. You may well get some good ideas, and you can also see where other’s have made mistakes so you don’t have to make them too.

Below are a couple of my own blurbs and my reflections on them in relation to the rules above.
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Jerusalem. December 2000

What meaning has Love?

What meaning has Redemption?

What meaning has God?

Keeping the Faith

A 4 player single session game by Ingrid Bean.

Set in a universe only faintly resembling White Wolf.

Seriousness:


5

Rules Knowledge:

0

Genre:


1

Characterisation:

5

Adult Content:

R

Contains sex, violence, religion and adult themes

Previously run at Phenomenon 2001 and Arcanacon 2002.

This was the first game I ever wrote. At the time, many of the games I’d played had blurbs that were mostly wanky quotes. Now, I’m all for a wanky quote, but it doesn’t really tell you much about the game itself. The body of this blurb (the stuff above the title) is an accurate reflection of the game, in that it’s set in Jerusalem in the year 2000 and that it’s about Love, Redemption and God. But it doesn’t tell you anything about what the PCs will be doing, or where the fun is. The tagline isn’t much help either. Ok, it tells you a little about the setting, but given that I didn’t actually use the White Wolf World of Darkness system it’s not really necessary. The ratings are ok, although these were done for when it ran at Arcanacon which has a slightly different rating system to Pheno. 

If I were to offer this game again I’d leave most of it the same, but change the tagline to something along the lines of: A story of 4 strangers who may find redemption in a strange place.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Chaos Ends
We are not now that strength which in old days

Moved earth and heaven; that which we are, we are.

One equal temper of heroic hearts,

Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will

To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.

Lord Alfred Tennyson, Ulysses
The hordes of Chaos are taking over – we are the last few who hold against them. Whether we shall prevail, or whether we shall fall, we shall not yield.
The end has been approaching for some years now, and we have had time to prepare as best we can. The Halfling Moot, the heart of that incorruptible race, has been built into a mighty fortress – the last bastion of the forces of light.
Within, our armies await the coming hordes: hoping against hope that we can stand.

Set in the Empire of Warhammer Fantasy Roleplay, this is a systemless multiform for 10 characters not willing to yield. Previously run at Arcanacon 2008.

A game by Ingrid Bean and Shane Donohoe

Characteristaion: 5

Story/plot: 4



Genre: 4


Rules knowledge: 1

Seriousness: 5


Adult content: MA15+

Chaos Ends is the most recent game I’ve written. It’s got a wanky quote, which many people will actually know from Babylon 5. The main body tells you what the PCs will be doing in general terms, but it doesn’t tell you where the fun is. In this game, the PCs die tragically, standing against the hordes of Chaos. But players expect that their PCs will overcome insurmountable odds. The fun is in how the characters resolve their personal issues and relationships – not playing tactics or trying to ‘win’. So, I would change the tagline to: Set in the Empire of Warhammer Fantasy Roleplay, this systemless multiform is a for tragedy 10 characters not willing to yield. Not a big change, but at least the players have been warned it’s a tragedy. I could change the body as well, to indicate that it’s about characterisation, but the ratings show you that anyway.

A FINAL WORD

All this seems like a lot to remember. And sometimes your blurb may break some of these rules. However, if it does, make sure it’s for a good reason; not just because you’re lazy. I suppose the main thing I’m trying to get across here is that you should be really thinking about your blurb to make it the best you can. If players can see that you’ve put effort into your blurb, they’re more likely to be prepared to take the risk of playing your game. And if you’ve done your job properly (and assuming that your game is as good as your blurb) they won’t actually be taking a risk, because they will know from your blurb that they made the right decision.
